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Nicaragua's presidential campaign is heating up, even while the nation's smaller parties continue
efforts to postpone the Oct. 20 balloting. In addition, the threat of violence in rural areas of the
country worries the government as it carries out election preparations. With six weeks remaining
in the campaign, only front runners Arnoldo Aleman of the Alianza Liberal and Daniel Ortega of
the Frente Sandinista de Liberacion Nacional (FSLN)- -out of a field of more than twenty candidates
appear to have a chance of winning. If no candidate wins 45% of the vote on Oct. 20, a second round
will be held either Nov. 24 or Dec. 1, with the winner expected to take office Jan. 10, 1997.
On July 31, the electoral council (Consejo Supremo Electoral, CSE) presented an agreement on
election ethics to the parties, which included a pledge to respect the Constitution, the outcome
of the elections, and the electoral law. It also called on candidates to do everything possible
to avoid violence during the campaign. All the parties accepted the ethics agreement. In midAugust, all candidates except Aleman signed another agreement aimed at ensuring governability
and cooperation following the election. The document, a "commitment to a minimal agenda,"
outlines the major issues that need to be addressed to overcome the country's staggering social and
economic problems. It also commits the signatories to honor the outcome of the elections and to
fight corruption in public office.
Aleman said he refused to sign the commitment because it would have been giving support to the
Sandinistas, since one of its promoters was Alejandro Martinez Cuenca, former minister of planning
during the Ortega administration. However, the major force in drafting the document was Vice
President Julia Mena. Ortega said Aleman's refusal was "a slap in the face of the nation," and "a
clear sign that he does not want unity in the country." Many of the other parties also criticized
Aleman's position. "From this day forward, Nicaragua is divided in two: the Liberales on one side
and the rest of the country on the other," said Alfredo Cesar, candidate for the governing Union
Nacional Opositora (UNO) coalition. Oscar Santamaria, head of the Organization of American States
(OAS) mission in Nicaragua, said Nicaraguan politicians demonstrated maturity and civic vision
by signing the "minimal agenda," and he expressed disappointment that Aleman chose not to sign.
Because of the serious delay in issuing voter identification cards and in turning over state campaign
funding to parties, several parties have been calling for a postponement of the election.
According to the electoral law, state funds were supposed to be turned over to the parties by July
19, but the first installment was not distributed until Aug. 13. In addition, that installment of US
$2 million was half the amount pledged. It was divided among the more than 32 parties that are
participating in the elections, either on their own or as part of a coalition. The delay in handing
out voter identification cards was also a major concern. By mid-August, more than half the eligible
voters had not received their cards, fueling the call for a delay in voting and a plea by the OAS
for quick compliance. The OAS's Santamaria urged the nation's electoral council to rush the
distribution of 1.5 million identification cards so that Nicaraguans can participate in the elections.
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On Aug. 22, the CSE announced a massive program to be carried out during September to ensure
that voters have their cards before the Oct. 20 election. Meanwhile, on Aug. 16, 34 deputies
introduced a bill in the legislature (Asamblea Nacional, AN) that modifies the electoral law and calls
for a postponement of the elections by several weeks. The proposal is opposed by President Violeta
Barrios de Chamorro; the OAS observers; Miguel Obando y Bravo, cardinal archbishop of Managua;
and candidates Aleman and Ortega. However, the bill, which would require a "yes" vote from 56 of
the AN's 92 deputies to pass, was given little chance of approval. On Aug. 19, the leadership of the
AN recommended not introducing the measure to the plenary at this point.
Nevertheless, the bill was presented to the plenary on Aug. 26, then referred to a committee,
which must give its recommendation within 30 days. As the campaign, which officially began
Aug. 2, moved into high gear, all 23 candidates promised to increase employment and decrease
poverty. In this Central American country of 4 million people, nearly 50% of the economically
active population (EAP) is unemployed, 70% of the overall population and 87% of children live in
poverty, and more than half the nation's adolescents have dropped out of school and have no work.
Illiteracy has climbed to 30%, after being drastically reduced during the literacy crusade in the early
1980s. In addition, all candidates have promised to increase production, raise salaries, and improve
conditions in the rural areas, although concrete proposals for accomplishing the goals have been
scarce.
The FSLN says that, by applying "correct" economic measures, production can be increased and the
"intolerable and unacceptable" levels of unemployment reduced. "We in the FSLN are convinced
that during the first year, once economic policies have been implemented at a national level, it will
be possible to generate massive employment," said Victor Hugo Tinoco, a member of the party's
governing body. Tinoco said that within four years, if the FSLN wins, it will generate 400,000 "direct
and indirect" jobs by "increasing production and exports." FSLN candidate Ortega has also said
he is ready to begin a new relationship with the US, and has modified his once- defiant image
considerably.
The Sandinistas have even hinted that they would be willing to change the words of their anthem,
which refers to the US as "the enemy of humanity," as a gesture toward improving relations with
the US. The US financed the contra war against the Sandinistas during Ortega's administration,
and the conflict resulted in 50,000 casualties and devastated production in the country. The US was
also heavily involved in promoting the candidacy of Chamorro before the 1990 election. Meanwhile,
Aleman declared "war on unemployment and misery," which is "the scourge" of the Nicaraguan
people. He promised to end the violence that still affects rural areas of Nicaragua, often perpetrated
by former contras or soldiers now operating as gangs of bandits.
Aleman also said he will resolve another thorny issue, settling the claims resulting from the
expropriation of property as part of the agrarian reform of the Sandinista government (1979-1990).
Aleman insists he will settle the claims with the help of foreign aid. "They can do it, since they gave
US$10 billion during the past decade to kill us," he said, referring to US aid to the contras and aid
from the former Soviet Union to the Sandinista government. He also said he would not take away
property from those who received it under government programs. "I'm not going to take anything
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away from someone who possesses it, even if it was obtained illegally," said Aleman. "That's what
laws are for."
Aleman also spent considerable time denying press reports that he has offered the position of head
of the army, if he is elected, to Anastasio Somoza Portocarrero, son of former dictator Anastasio
Somoza Debayle. Somoza Portocarrero, known as "El Chiguin," was head of an elite unit of the
notorious National Guard, which was disbanded when the Sandinistas came to power in 1979.
Aleman said the rumor was part of a defamation campaign by the Sandinistas. The Sandinistas
have frequently accused Aleman of wanting to "return the Somoza dictatorship." "I've never met 'El
Chiguin,' I don't know him, nor have I spoken with him," said Aleman. "I have not made him any
offer."
Aleman insists that he would make no change in the military leadership of the country. "The army
is an institution headed by a commander, who is Gen. Joaquin Cuadra. We are not going to make
any change in that institution," said Aleman. "The army must be respected and professionalized."
UNO candidate Alfredo Cesar claimed that he offered the country the best possibility of solving
the national problems. "We have our feet on the ground," said Cesar. "Therefore, we know that it
is impossible to solve all Nicaragua's problems." However, he promised to increase the salaries of
teachers and health workers, who earn an average of US$70 a month, by 50%. "We base our offer on
being able to duplicate agricultural and livestock production, which, in turn, will increase jobs," said
Cesar.
Sergio Ramirez, the country's former vice president and now the presidential candidate of the
Movimiento de Renovacion Sandinista (MRS), promised to promote "decent leadership without
desires for revenge or confrontation; leadership that serves everyone and that creates opportunities
for well-being and progress."
Although all candidates said they have little faith in voter preference polls, the polls are closely
watched. The most recent polls have narrowed Aleman's lead, which has been about 10 percentage
points, to a 6-point lead by Sept. 1. In the latest polls, around 36% of the respondents list their
intention to vote for Aleman, while 30% say they will vote for Ortega. Approximately 25% are still
undecided and the other 22 candidates together receive the remaining support. Meanwhile, a civic
watchdog group "Etica y Transparencia" which is patterned after a similar group in the Dominican
Republic said the campaign is proceeding "within the parameters of the law." Carlos Tunnerman,
one of the leaders of the group, said the organization hopes to train observers to monitor voting
at all 8,545 polling places. (Sources: Inter Press Service, 08/07/96; Agence France-Presse, 08/13/96,
08/19/96, 08/27/96; Reuter, 08/14/96, 08/15/96, 08/29/96, 09/01/96; Spanish news service EFE, 07/25/96,
07/31/96, 08/05/96, 08/06/96, 08/12/96, 08/13/96, 08/16/96, 08/30/96, 09/04/96)

-- End --

©2011 The University of New Mexico,
Latin American & Iberian Institute
All rights reserved.

Page 3 of 3

